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The State of the St Johns River 

A Report By Dr. Quinton White 
Jacksonville University 

F 
rom a marsh in western Indian River 
County, the St Johns River flow 310 
miles north winding through 12 coun-

ties before turning east and heading to the 
Atlantic Ocean. At it widest, the River is 
three miles across and it drains nearly 8,840 
square miles of land.  Beginning with the 
earliest pre-historic settlers of Florida, the 
River has been an import natural, economic 
and strategic resource. Nowadays, over 3.5 
million people live within the various water-
sheds that drain into the River. As a result, 
the environmental quality of the River has 
suffered. Fish populations have significantly 
decreased due to overfishing, increased pol-
lution and the on-set of saltwater intrusion.   
 
Please join the First Coast Fly Fishers on Monday, December 5th as we wel-
come Dr. Quinto White who will discuss the state of the St Johns River and 
the challenges that lie ahead of maintaining the environmental health of the 
River. Dr. White will also discuss what is currently being done, and what 
sportsman alike can do to ensure the sustainability of the River. 
 
Dr. Quinton White began his tenure at Jacksonville university in 1976 after 
earning a doctorate degree in biology from the University of South Carolina.  
An Army veteran, Dr. White began applying to graduate school while on duty 
in Vietnam. Over the past 40 years, Dr. White has become one of the foremost 
authorities on the St Johns River. He currently serves as Executive Director of 
the Marine Science Research Institute (MSRI) at the University and is a 
founding Board Member of the St Johns Riverkeeper.   
 
With the holidays rapidly approaching, we encourage everyone to fish global-
ly, but shop locally. Please support or local guides and fly shops when you are 
out looking for the perfect gift for someone special.  
 
Donôt forget, it is also time to review your FCFF membership. We will be ac-
cepting 2017 membership dues at the December meeting. 
 
Happy Holidays! 
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The Ambassador 5000D  
A Young Sportsman Comes of Age 
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F 
ond memories are a wonderful and amazing 
thing. Sometimes you can concentrate on a 
childhood memory hard enough so as to actual-
ly conjure up the emotions, sounds, smells and 

those vaguely tangible feelings that went along with a 
particular event many years ago.  
 
This morning I was digging through my box of old 
sporting stuff that I have collected over the last 40 
years. I found the Fine-Line cross-hair bow-site that I 
got from Ivan after he quit bow-hunting nearly thirty 
years ago. I found the Johnnie Hand-Warmer that I got 
for Christmas circa 1973éthe one Herman Lawshe and 
Pete Bird took from me that bone-chilling Thanksgiv-
ing morning at Celeste Hunting Club in 1974 and I 
found the anthers that I used to rattle-up the record-
book whitetail buck in the story Ode to The Grunt Snort 
Wheeze. There was a spent 20 gauge shell- the old mus-
tard yellow color that Federal used to use. I sniffed the 
open shell and like olfactory time-travel I was in a 1969 
Ft Paine Alabama dove field.  
 
I found a Rebel Deep Wee R lure in orange. It has a 
black dot on the cheek just as Ivan and I painted it 
when we became rabid young bass-lure experts in 1977. 
I will write the story of the Wee R another day.  
 
I found two old and battle-scarred wooden plugs- a 
Devil-Horse and a Dalton Special. That Devil-Horse 
absconded with many a bass from the forbidden waters 
of Mr. Hannahôs pond. See The Sneaky Fly Fisherman 
for more on that memory stream. The Dalton Special is 
the very one that Tommy Lee and I used to trace many 
a mile on Cedar Creek as it danced at the end of the 
long Jigger-Pole. One morning 30 years ago, in 1982, 
we caught four bass that totaled 22 pounds. One of 
those fish is on Tommyôs wall today.  
 
As I continued to mine the box for treasure I caught a 
glimpse of dark forest green. I pushed my hand through 
the clutter and pulled out the ABU-Garcia Ambassador 
5000D reel- the first bait caster style reel I ever owned. 
It was a coming-of-age reel, a turning point if you will. 
A bait-caster is a manôs reel that signified that I had 
graduated from the push-button style Zebco spin-
casters with which all little boys start their fishing ca-
reers.  
 
I held the old green reel in my hand. I studied the road-
rash on both sides of the top. Each scar is a recording of 

adventurous miles of bouncing in the back of old pick-
up trucks- Jeffôs, Gregôs Ivanôs, Jesseôs and mine. I 
looked up on my wall to see the 7lb bass that this reel 
helped me to take from Bill Odomôs farm pond on Feb-
ruary 10, 1979. The movie reel began to play, taking 
me back to how I came to own such a reel.  
 
It was the summer of 1974. Mr. Tom Lawshe had made 
the acquaintance of a young man named Jay Floyd. Jay 
was one of the many men who fought game chickens 
with Mr. Tom. Jayôs family owned a lake that was hid-
den deep in the woods outside of the small country 
town of Chatom Alabama. Chatom itself sit in the mid-
dle of nowhere, miles of nothing but forest.  
 
One Saturday Mr. Tom and Mrs. Doris loaded up us 
kids, along with their older daughter Cindy and her hus-
band David McKee and we made the trek to ñJayôs 
Lake.ò  
 
It really was deep in the woods. The faint road leading 
to the waterôs edge looked as though no one had driven 
on it for years. We had to move fallen trees, cut limbs 
and remove vines. It was like a Tarzan movie in which 
we were the first white explorers to find this undis-
turbed paradise. For a sportsboy there is nothing more 
exciting that an adventure into the wilds.  
The edges of the lake were over-grown with bushes, 
making bank fishing next to impossible. Fortunately we 
had two aluminum boats. Always one to let the kids 
have their fun, Mr. Tom did not take a spot in a boat. 
Ivan and I ended up in a boat with David . Ivan and I 
both were using Zebco 33 reels. They are a great kids-
reel because you simply push a button to release the 

By Chan Ritchie 



 

line. However, they lack fast 
line retrieval speed and the 
line-drag system is unreliable.  
 
As Ivan and I were digging 
through our tackle boxes Da-
vid pulled out a shiny black 
bait-casting reel, an Ambas-
sador. It was the first one that 
I had seen that was not guard-
ed by a glass sales-counter. 
Ivan and I were mesmerized. 
It would prove, in young our 
minds, to be a fish killer.  
 
Having been undisturbed by 
man, the lake proved to be 
full of hungry bass. However, 
most of the bass that Ivan and 
I hooked ended up getting 
away. For every fish we boat-
ed David boated three. I con-
vinced myself that our Zeb-
cos just did not have the guts 
required to manage these virgin jungle bass. I needed an 
Ambassador. I ached for an Ambassador.  
 
Upon our return to civilization Ivan and I rubbed the 
tale of the adventure in the faces of our friends. We 
talked about it like we were one of a small, daring and 
elite brotherhood who had paddled the Amazon and 
lived to tell the tale. However, we decided to leave out 
the part about most of our bass getting away and how 
David smoked us. Omitting this fact did nothing to ease 
the gnawing in my gut. I wanted an Ambassador.  
 
Back in those days there was no Cabelaôs or Bass Pro 
Shops catalog through which a sportsboy could slake 
his lust. There was no Wal-Mart right down the road. I 
had some money saved up from my every weekend sen-
tence as a slightly compensated indentured servant to 
my father. I also worked 7 days a week as a stable-boy 
at MacKay Stables. I made some phone calls and found 
that the cheapest Ambassador was the 5000D model. I 
begged my mom to drive me to Oshmanôs Sporting 
Goods at Belair Mall in Mobile.  
 
When the man behind the counter handed me the shiny 
green reel it was exhilaration on par with the first time 
that I touched a girlôs trainees. My hands were sweaty 
and shaking. I had no idea how it worked or how to 
handle it, but I knew that I wanted it.  
 
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the monumen-
tal sum of $22. For a 13 year-old boy in 1974 $22 was a 
pile of money. My stomach hurt as I handed it over. In 
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our house there was no such 
thing as an ñallowance.ò I had 
worked hard, hot hours shov-
eling residue of horse in order 
to earn that much money.  
 
Also, my father, a reincarnat-
ed labor camp enforcer at 
Auschwitz, had slightly com-
pensated me for sharpening 
the barbs on about a mile of 
rusty 40 year old fence.  
 
Vork dom you! VORK! 
FAUSTOR! FAUSTOR! He 
would yell in his German ac-
cent if either my siblings or I 
did not keep up the pace.  
 
The nostrils of his red horse 
flared and snorted while his 
three-headed dog, Cerberus, 
snapped and snarled just wait-
ing to be released if one of us 

got out of line.  
 
Giving up money so painfully earned was a huge gam-
ble, but it was also liberating. My father would go bal-
listic if he found out that I had spent that much money 
on something as useless as fishing. Be that as it may, I 
did not even make it to the car before I had to stop, 
open the box and marvel at the shiny silver and green 
reel.  
 
Once home I quickly removed the little Zebco push-
button reel from my old rod and seated the new Ambas-
sador. I threaded the line through the chrome guides, 
tied on a plastic worm and headed outside. On my very 
first attempt to cast the lure my stomach-ache came 
back with redoubled enthusiasm. That day on Jayôs lake 
with David I had taken note that he would place his 
thumb on the line-spool, then press the lever that re-
leased the spool. As he would go forward with his cast 
he would remove his thumb from the spool thus letting 
the line play out. What I had failed to notice was that he 
returned his thumb to the spool to stop it from spinning 
as the lure touched the water.  
Lacking this crucial piece of information resulted in 
what I later would learn to be called a back-lash, a pro-
fessional over-wind or a birdôs-nest. The latter being the 
most descript.  
 
There was a sssshhhhzzzzzvv...VUT sound as the wad 
of tangled and overlapped line came to a sudden halt. I 
started tugging on the main line but that got me no-
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The object of Chan�¶s desire, an Abu Garcia 
Ambassador 5000D 


